
   
 
Customer Service: Reconnecting with Customers 
 
By Niki Stojnic 

No one likes to be put on 
hold or to endure high-
pressure sales tactics.
 
Even business owners, 
who, after all, are also 
consumers, probably hate 
the “hard sell” that is 
common at many firms. 
Yet companies often don’t 
let this shared experience 
inform their own 
transactions with 
customers. This 
disconnection from the 
consumer’s perspective 
can make for bad service.
  
It doesn’t have to be this 
way, says Howard Lee, 

founder and CEO of Hyperquality.com, a Seattle-based consulting firm that assists company call 
centers in improving their customer assistance quality. 
 
Lee, who has long studied the good and bad of customer service, maintains one of the biggest 
mistakes customer-service workers make is to assume what customers will say before they say it. 
Erasing assumptions and actually listening to customers sounds simple enough, but it can lead to 
clearer communication, says Lee, who has 23 years of experience in the field, with time as CEO of 
PhotoWorks and as a senior vice president of Disney Direct.
 
Another major problem for businesses is underestimating the cost of poor customer service. 
Consumers who experience bad service can be deadly to a firm. Making the extra effort and 
expense to communicate with customers, whether by telephone or some other means, can make 
a major difference for a business. 
 
But when things inevitably do go wrong, there are proven strategies for soothing the savage 
customer beast. Lee stresses a company should acknowledge the problem immediately and ask, 
“How can we improve our service?” And, as difficult as it might be, it’s important to “say it with a 
smile,” whether the conversation is in person or over the phone. 
 
Here are some examples of the local businesses that Lee cites as doing an excellent job with 
customer service. He categorizes their approach in three distinct styles: 

  
• “Off-the-charts” service—The Herbfarm restaurant in Woodinville is one example of a firm 
that goes above and beyond customer expectations, with details that make guests feel 
special: “They go out of their way to delight you with details,” Lee says. “They have your 
name on a plate. They make you feel like it’s all about you.” 
 
• Familiar service—This style is employed by many neighborhood coffee shops by creating 
a cohesive ambiance that extends from décor to the baristas who know your order by 
heart. Seeing a friendly face in a familiar environment day in and day out, says Lee, builds 
understanding between the serviceperson and the consumer.
  

   

 

 
 
 
 

Customer Service: Reconnecting with Customers | Table of Contents | All modules | Seattle Business Monthly

http://209.196.57.116/ME2/Audiences/dirmod.as...FB&tier=4&id=2E3AD97051D14CC180BC5D07D9C2ED75 (1 of 2) [10/3/2007 9:10:04 PM]

http://209.196.57.116/ME2/Audiences/Default.asp?AudID=3A61B545F48D40C69C5E95B42EA2710D&navid=6A0395C82F054307A61207352E7A5629

http://209.196.57.116/ME2/Audiences/Default.asp?AudID=3A61B545F48D40C69C5E95B42EA2710D&navid=6A0395C82F054307A61207352E7A5629
http://209.196.57.116/ME2/Audiences/dirmod.asp?sid=&nm=&type=Publishing&mod=Publications%3A%3AArticle&mid=3E1DA341B2834604B64A1EB3BA74CCFB&tier=2&did=CD4EFFDD0597450986C5482AB5E83622&dtxt=Seattle+Business+Monthly+%2D+October+2007&AudID=3A61B545F48D40C69C5E95B42EA2710D&navid=4F6050DF57EE4D0E8361D439F67315A2
http://209.196.57.116/ME2/Audiences/dirmod.asp?sid=71CD3CAF15E54C74811BBE0B85B7860C&nm=All+modules&type=Publishing&mod=Publications%3A%3AArticle&mid=3E1DA341B2834604B64A1EB3BA74CCFB&AudID=3A61B545F48D40C69C5E95B42EA2710D&tier=1&navid=C64A3AF85435451798A386931CCEFB29
http://209.196.57.116/ME2/Audiences/dirmod.asp?sid=71CD3CAF15E54C74811BBE0B85B7860C&type=InfoRequest&nm=Form&mod=Information+Request&level=1&id=68D279D69096497EBB7D9275FBE4BE45&AudID=3A61B545F48D40C69C5E95B42EA2710D&navid=C61F12A135FB4764BD1C87ACA5DBB278
http://209.196.57.116/ME2/Audiences/dirsect.asp?sid=CDF41E0356AF41CCAEC367A1770ABCC8&nm=Advertise&navid=BCACCE27BEEB4ED998A74C2B7D9B01C4
http://209.196.57.116/ME2/Audiences/dirsect.asp?sid=076ED46C3A4341E7918C7AD6AB89AA44&nm=About+Us&navid=21C017561A464EF3ADB8F11002542FAE
javascript:OpenBrWindow('/ME2/Audiences/Segments/Publications/Print.asp?Module=Publications::Article&id=2E3AD97051D14CC180BC5D07D9C2ED75','','menubar=yes,scrollbars=yes,width=600,height=500')
http://209.196.57.116/ME2/Audiences/dirmod.asp?sid=71CD3CAF15E54C74811BBE0B85B7860C&nm=All+modules&type=Publishing&mod=Publications%3A%3AArticle&mid=3E1DA341B2834604B64A1EB3BA74CCFB&id=2E3AD97051D14CC180BC5D07D9C2ED75&Title=Customer+Service%3A+Reconnecting+with+Customers&AudID=3A61B545F48D40C69C5E95B42EA2710D&tier=5
http://www.hyperquality.com/
http://209.196.57.116/ME2/Audiences/dirmod.asp?sid=&type=forms&mod=Smart+Forms&sfid=7A4092667F154CB198BE584D6FA7E0BA&tier=1&AudID=3A61B545F48D40C69C5E95B42EA2710D


Customer Service: Reconnecting with Customers | Table of Contents | All modules | Seattle Business Monthly

• Deep-knowledge service—Businesses that cultivate encyclopedic product knowledge 
among their employees can be as comforting as the “familiar service” style. Swansons 
Nursery and Sur La Table are two local companies, says Lee, that do this well. At Dunn 
Lumber recently, Lee encountered another example: “I walk in and said, ‘I need to shingle 
my garage.’ They asked questions [and] the next thing I knew, I walked out with 
everything I needed to do the job.”
 

As for companies with poor customer service, Lee, of course, won’t name names. But, as a 
general example, he points to auto dealerships and the inevitable customer discomfort they 
create. “It’s universal how poorly that process is managed,” he says. 
 
The root of the problem, Lee explains, comes from the pressure on the salesperson from 
management, with a commission hanging in the balance. That structure shifts the experience 
away from buyers. “It isn’t the salesperson’s personal process,” says Lee. “It should be about the 
customer’s process.”  
 
That, at least, is one thing both consumers and business owners can agree on. 
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